[Exploration of the auditory system in humans: From click to speech auditory brainstem responses].
There is a growing and unprecedented interest in the objective evaluation of the subcortical processes that are involved in speech perception, with potential clinical applications in speech and language impairments. Here, we review the studies illustrating the development of electrophysiological methods for assessing speech encoding in the human brainstem: from the pioneer recordings of click-evoked auditory brainstem responses (ABR), via studies of frequency-following responses (FFR) to the most recent measurements of speech ABR (SABR) or ABR in response to speech sounds. Recent research on SABR has provided new insights in the understanding of subcortical auditory processing mechanisms. The SABR test is an objective and non-invasive tool for assessing individual capacity of speech encoding in the brainstem. SABR characteristics are potentially useful both as a diagnosis tool of speech encoding deficits and as an assessment tool of the efficacy of rehabilitation programs in patients with learning and/or auditory processing disorders.